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Najee Williams
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Abstract: Child welfare began as a series of different policies created to ensure children and
families could receive aid when needed. The well-intentioned program has saved countless
children and families. Yet we have somehow arrived at a time where if the child welfare
program is mentioned it leaves a bitter taste in our mouth. Delving into this I aspire to educate
others on the hardships of child welfare and where the tainted image derived from. Finding no
singular source, I raise questions such as the following to gain different forms of clarity. Should
the parents deemed unfit be a source of public opinion? What is the context surrounding active
cases where the situation escalated fatally for a child? Lastly is the caseworker solely to blame
for the tragedies that can surround their daily life.
What is Child Welfare? It is a multitude of services created to make certain children and
families no matter their circumstances or backgrounds receive the assistance they may need.
Some believe that the profession is flawed beyond repair and is not truly helping anyone.
Imagine if someone came into your home and took your children from you based on-premises
you deem unfair; your opinion of that system would be bias. Is the public doubt of child
protection workers truly on statistics and education, or does the doubt stem from on-going
controversy? The controversy is that child welfare workers violate parental rights and create
environments more dangerous for children than their biological or legal guardians. The reality is
this misconception has been fabricated through unfavorable media attention, inconvenienced
parents, and situations that could not be accounted for or alleviated. Researching further into the

profession holistically I have found flaws within the profession itself, but most are out of one's
control. The public have picked this profession apart, creating an inequitable stereotype on the
career entirely.
Being a social worker is no easy task as it can be emotionally draining. It requires them to
hold a certain standard of professionalism while also managing a continuum of emotions. In the
journal of Social Work Practice, Sandra Engstrom, a professor from the University of Stirling,
states, "As relationships and interaction with others are central, managing clients' emotions, as
well as one's own, are essential components to the role" (Engstrom 42). Reading further into the
journal, Engstrom breaks down the components of being a social worker, highlighting the
juggling act of maintaining respectful relationships in their professional lives with their clients
and co-workers. Going even further, Engstrom and their associates concluded that a critical
aspect for social workers is the relationship, the bond created between the social worker and the
child. In essence, caseworkers are tasked with the challenging goal of creating a professional
relationship while also being vulnerable and creating a bond with their clients. This struggle is
indeed the issue of duality and dichotomy, but that is only the tip of the iceberg. In social work,
duality is finding the balance between being a professional while creating a safe and friendly
environment for their client. Whereas dichotomy plays into this struggle of being a professional
and a friend in a contradicting workspace that requires both.
This profession's reality is that the work done can make a difference if someone lives or
dies. It is difficult as social workers must investigate if the child should be removed from their
parent or guardians' care or if the family just needs some support. So far, this career sounds
difficult but kind-hearted, people are willingly making this their life's work, yet things like case
turnovers happen. A turnover is when an employee leaves a workforce and is replaced.

Accredited by the National Association of Social Work, authors Goltzman, Kollar, and Trinkle
discuss the alarming turnover rates in social work. "Child welfare workforce turnover rates are
estimated between twenty-three percent and sixty percent annually across private and public
child welfare agencies" (Goltzman et al.). This information is almost eleven years old, and now
the turnover rate is thirty to sixty percent. Reading further the article it covers the low pay of
social workers to the massive caseloads. The lowest-paid social worker in 2010 made $26,710
annually. Assuming they worked at least thirty hours a week and all fifty-two weeks in a year,
that is around seventeen dollars an hour, two dollars more than fast-food workers make in New
York City. Now add the massive caseloads that social workers receive daily, and most of these
cases are awful things happening to innocent children. The horrors that most social workers have
faced is haunting, stories that have traumatized their life. Combine all these components, and the
rising turnover rate in the social work profession makes sense.
Equally important is the impact that turnovers have on the children who are in active
cases. Goltzman et al. had twenty-five participants who were formerly within the child welfare
system. Asking them how turnovers affected them and the central answers that were received
were lack of stability and loss of trust. To truly call this to the attention, they took it a step
forward and recorded a former child welfare client who did experience a turnover, "I had a
caseworker for two years, from the time I entered care. She was the first and last worker I liked.
It was hard to lose the relationship. She had gone the extra mile for me and my siblings. She
made sure I had clothes, had a visit. The next worker was very different, and it affected the way I
treated all workers I've had since. It affects your ability to trust all workers" (qtd. In Goltzman et
al.). Going as far as asking the participants their suggestions on worker retention, the answers
ranged from increasing pay to lower caseloads and even treating caseworkers with more respect.

Now we have established these hardships for Social Workers; it still leaves the question
of what the issue with the profession is. One of the stigmas is that there is an over-representation
of low-income households and minorities; furthermore, this fact impacts how caseworkers make
decisions. Looking at the British Journal of Social Work, Stokes and Schmidt also acknowledge
how complicated the job is, pointing out there are several variables that impact a caseworker's
decision. Explaining the different levels that social workers must assess, there are many forms of
abuse. The four main groups of abuse are physical, educational, emotional, and medical. Each
holding a form of abuse that can be direct or indirect. The idea of causing harm intentionally is
direct, whereas ignoring a child can be neglect which is indirect as it still causes harm.
Stokes did a study in 2009 for their doctoral dissertation on child protection decision
making. Using this information to see the influence on decision-making, they focused on race
and poverty due to the popularity in literature. Referencing Rossi and Anderson (1982), they
discuss the experimental and survey system of studying "... people's perceptions, beliefs,
judgments, and decision." They allowed volunteers all with social work credentials and six to
seven years of work experience. Having them document the levels of their cases, they analyzed
the amount each social worker reported. Each level represents a different grouping such as race,
other dimensions of abuse, income, culture, and family structure. Analyzing the data suggested
race and poverty had no statistical influence on decision making. The stigma that child welfare
is flawed due to the over-representation of low-income homes and minorities is virtually not true.
Discrediting certain ideas on the child welfare system is not enough alone to really
solidify the idea of reconsidering our thoughts on the program itself. The real question is how
we solve this issue and if not, then how do we alleviate it. Dissecting the issue causes more
questions than answers as there are many different variables. Breaking the answer into multiple

parts, I see solutions to alleviate the issue in different areas. Area one being more programs for
struggling parents. Whether it is affordable daycares or skill training with childcare options, this
closes the door to people feeling as though their parental rights have been violated. In The
Experience of Parents of Children in Care: The Human Rights Issue, they discuss how with child
protective services, the idea of the child's best interest tends to remove parents' rights. This
ideology has been deemed impractical, yet it is such a powerful tool behind child welfare
outlook. Focusing on the child's best interest over parental rights but still, the issues remain.
Ainsworth states, "If parents who have hurt their children are nevertheless valued as fellow
humans who deserve the opportunity to work with dignity towards positive solutions to keep
their children safe, then there is no reason not to take a rights-based approach and involve them
in decision making.” However, despite the backlash to the idea of parental rights in some states,
such as Tennessee, have been shifting from focally being a child's best interest to the family's
best interest. Knuth discusses how, in Tennessee, they adopted a new system of tracking cases.
Talking with the communications director, Rob Johnson of DCS, Department of Children
Services. Johnson explains how they were shifting from focusing on the need of just the child to
the need of the family. Empowering parents to feel like they have more substantial rights when it
comes to their children and improving the profession. No data has been put out yet as the
tracking and protocol system is new, but in theory, it should improve communication and
caseloads amongst social workers, furthermore, reducing turnovers.

Ultimately the child

welfare system would more effectively aid children in harm of abuse or neglect.
Area two would alleviate the stigmas around child welfare by tackling the invisible child
phenomenon. Take Keanu Williams as an example of the invisible child, only two-years-old he
died in 2011 from physical abuse and neglect from his guardians. Social workers and several

agencies were aware and involved in his case, yet it still ended fatally. Ferguson tackles this in
How Children Become Invisible in Child Protection Work: Findings from Research into Day-toDay Social Work Practice they state, "Much less well known and researched is the extent to
which children become 'invisible' in everyday practice where there has not been a tragedy, major
inquiry or media-generated scandal and how this occurs" (Ferguson). The media will cover the
fact that the child was known by social services, but they do not make a point that the case may
have not been deemed life threatening. Lack of context creates this negative view on the
caseworker because now we are quick to blame them for the tragedy. When I think of active
cases, I believe the child is safe. Under the government's supervision, there is no reason the child
is still in danger, and yet they are. Social workers have up until ten days to visit after a report has
been filed unless the child is in immediate danger. However, a report can be filed under the
premise that the child is not in immediate danger, and then something could happen. Changing
the policy on time is so important, but to do that, caseloads need to be lighter so caseworkers can
be more readily available.
Area three would include looking at the reentry of children in the foster system after
being discharged to their families. Mark E. Courtney, a professor from the University of
Chicago, highlights this in his article by touching upon the lack of data collected around
children's reentry. Bringing them back into the system without taking note of their reentry, there
is a paper trail in individual files of this but not as a whole to compare demographically. Even
children returning to their birth parents after a case is closed counts as reentry. This can create
false data which adds to a person’s negative perspective. In a study done with orphan children,
they were placed into homes. Each family was similar economically and in situations. All the
children were sixteen or younger at the time, and they kept up with all their statuses. Courtney

found that there was no accurate correlation over three years of reentry into the system. Courtney
acknowledges the lack of data in the system, making it challenging to study cases. Too many
factors impacting reentry, whether it is due to the child or the family's inability to care for them.
The last area I wish to tackle and the most important is the education caseworkers are
receiving. Circling back to the idea of turnovers and dissatisfaction in the workplace, I found this
article, Training Strategies in Child Welfare and their Association with Certification Outcomes,
takes a different approach than others. Looking at the child welfare workforce's education, the
authors talk about how child welfare has de-professionalized. Discussing how the education
system has people going into this profession underprepared, burned out, and unsatisfied. Going
through what education lacks in different training methods, it discusses certification testing and
everything that comes with it.
In Florida, they are using the Andragogical Teaching Methods, which is tailored to adult
learners. Focusing heavily on the process rather than the content itself is a newer way to teach
future social workers. Doing a study, it was not just about preparing them for certification
testing, which most education institutions do but about preparing them for the field—
emphasizing the importance of exposure to other cultures, languages, and beliefs. Choi and
associates found that, "Effective training of child welfare staff is crucial for the safety of both
staff and children/families being served. The current study highlights the importance of
interactive training strategies and multicultural competency of trainers to certification outcomes"
(Choi et al.). Trying to fix the issues in the teaching of future social workers now, we can only
wait and hope the implemented changes have a good impact in the long run.
The outlook on caseworkers is unfair, created by disgruntled parents and bad media
attention—both lack the acknowledgment of how demanding social work is. Caseworkers are

expected to investigate and solve cases much like a detective. Forced to determine whether a
child is safe or not while also meeting deadlines and piles of other cases. The media will push
out the tragedies in this field, creating false stigmas on a career with the best intentions. Finding
a solution takes not just the community but the social work field itself. Child welfare could do a
better job at showing all the good they do as the media will highlight their failures. On the other
side of it, the community should advocate for the people dedicated to protecting their children. It
can be done through voting; politicians have their agendas, and they make it clear what they
support. Who is voted in local government or federal government have a say in the funding and
resources allotted to child welfare agencies. This creates an environment where caseworkers
would be able to take care of themselves and effectively the children in need. Ultimately
building a better system for current social workers, future social workers, and the kids who will
need them.
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